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NEW
'"THAT FLORIDA FLAVOR': NATURE AND CULTURE IN
ORA NEALE HURSTON'S WORK FOR THE FEDERAL WRITERS' PROJECT" 1
Valerie Levy, Decatur, Georgia
s Note: The noted African-American author, Zora
Hurston, is not widely known as a nature writer. For a
·<r.Ju .u m of her work in that vein, below is an excerpt from
work of an outstanding graduate student, Valerie Levy.)

n 1938 famed African-American folklorist, anthropologist, and author Zora Neale Hurston left Harlem
and returned to her home state, Florida, to supplement
income by working as a relief editor and writer for
Florida Guide and The Florida Negro- two pubissued during the Great Depression by the Work
Administration (WPA) and the Federal Writers'
(FWP). 2 In her work for the FWP, Hurston
another side of her talents as a writer, bringing to
field research elements of fiction, anthropology,
folk-lore and, notably, nature writing. Hired to
the nuances of the Florida landscape and of the
''""'""'"u" black folk culture in the state, Hurston weaves
a series of sketches and essays that conjoins
and culture in such a way that the two become
in-separable. In this union of nature and culture,
s rhetoric works as the binding force that both
and keeps the two together. Questions considered
in '"That Florida flavor' ... " include: How does
's language grow out of the landscape and ecoHow does it serve as a key to understanding her
of the relationship of humans to the land? And, how
Hurston's writing elucidate the correlation, not just
nature and culture in general, but between nature
African-American culture? To answer these ques"'That Florida flavor' ..."explores how Hurston ' s
to the aesthetics of the natural landscape, to the
of the land's resources, and to human renditions
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of nature reveals why she believes Florida has "the most
tempting, the most highly flavored Negro plate around
the American platter." 3
Hurston's contribution to the literary canon as a
nature writer reinforces Lawrence Buell's notion that
"environmental texts" feature "the nonhuman environment. .. not merely as a framing device but as a presence
that begins to suggest that human history is implicated
in natural history."4 Just as the black Southern literary
tradition arises out of slave narratives and the oral tradition, Florida's distinct "flavor" and black folk culture
arise out of the landscape itself. As a nature writer,
Hurston's descriptions of Florida's multifarious regions,
industries, resources, and peoples blur the lines between
traditional generic boundaries. Indeed, in Hurston's
Florida, the fluid relationship between nature and
African-American culture is as organic as the state's
oranges and alligators.
To underscore the reciprocity of humans to the land,
Hurston's naturalistic rhetoric becomes evocative of the
entire body of her FWP work. As if to mimic the fluidity
of Florida' s nature-culture relationship, Hurston incorporates in her nonfiction work natural elements in the
very language she uses to describe such phenomena. To
Hurston, African-Bahamian folk art is not simply part
of America; rather, it "seeps into the soil of America."
The songs of Northeast and Central Florida are not
simply abundant; rather, they "sprout in this area like
corn in April." 5 Such expressions show not only how
the culture is a part of the terrain but how the terrain
becomes fertile with this particular influence and will
proffer a special "crop," indigenous simultaneously to
Florida's black people and to Florida's land.
(continued on pa ge 6)
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CALIFORNIA WILDERNESS:
NATURE PHILOSOPHY AND RELIGION

MONTARA MEDITATION
by Terry Gifford
Bretton Hall College, Leeds University
How soothing is the sea rolling onto rocks
at the end of its long trip across
the surface tensions of the globe.
Welcome, waves, to America!
I'm leaving tonight the surface smoothness
of America, migrating like the whales out there,
knowing the hidden battles being fought
and ignored in the name of Nature.
They think they've caught the Unabomber
who for fifteen years from his tiny cabin
cycled at dawn to post packages aimed
at academic explorers taking technology
too far. But not to eco-friendly UC Davis
· where they built the sports hall too close
to the bank-holes of Burrowing Owls
they tried to preserve by posting 'Nature Reserve.'

September 4 - October 29
Backpack in California's premier wild places- The Lost
Coast, the Yolla Bolly Mountains, and the Sierra Nevada.
Autumn in these remarkable places will be the setting for
explorations of nature's influential role in literature,
philosophy, and personal values. Three courses: American
Nature Philosophers, Perspectives on Nature, and Wilderness Education.

MOUNTAINS, CANYONS, AND MESAS:
SOUTHERN ROCKIES FIELD STUDIES
September 4 - October 29
From the Colorado Rockies to Mesa Verde and Ed
Abbey's redrock wilderness- join us for cross-cultural
explorations of creativity, myth, poetry, journal keeping
and more. Three courses: Perspectives on Nature, Ethics
and Environmental Perception, and Wilderness Education.
For Program Information: Indicate the program title(s)
and academic quarter(s) you are interested in.
Phone (831) 427-6618 for more information.

Even John Muir's home is overrun
by the railroad he brought in to sell
his Royal Ann cherries. And here above the beach
of Montara, locals fight the road across the mountain.
I wear their "Think Tunnel" T -shirt
heading home to unsolved riddles
like B.S.E. and Sellafield's waste.
Meanwhile I'm still learning to watch whales.

Sierra Institute- UCSC Extension
1101 Pacific Avenue, Suite 200
Santa Cruz, CA 95050-7507
e-mail: sierrai @cats.ucsc.edu
Web site: http//www.ucsc-extension.edu/sierra

Taken from : Whale Watching with a Boy and a Goat,
Redbeck Press, Frizinghall, Bradford, BD9 4HH, 1998.
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The Sierra Institute of U.C. Santa Cruz is offering some
fall courses of interest to our readers.
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REWILDING CALIFORNIA:
ECOLOGY AND ECOSYSTEM PROTECTION

95211

MARILYN NoRTON,
PEARL PIPER

All photographic reproductions are courtesy of the John Muir
Papers, Holt-Atherton Departmellf of Special Collections,
University of the Pacific Libraries.
Copyright 1984 Muir-Hanna Trust.

September 4 - October 29
Autumn backpacking exploration of ecosystem issues
and land management: How can we protect our wildlands? This program provides the skills to make a
difference. Three courses: Introduction to Natural Ecosystems, Introduction of Ecosystem Management, and
Wilderness Education.

This Newsletter is printed on recycled paper.
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A

QuiET WAY

by J. Parker Huber
Brattleboro, Vermont
For half my life I've followed Thoreau around New
and, and for the past twelve years Muir. Such a joy
where they have been. How exciting to find that
knew many of the same places, some even today
resembling their time. How gratifying to have their
to expand my appreciation of this landscape.
lie the roots of this abiding passion?
In July 1951 as a lad of ten I crossed a mile-wide
in Dorset, Ontario, Canada, the only way to Camp
then. Sitting on the bottom in the middle of the
canvas canoe, I watched our progress along
~nr1w"'-nr shore and through the blue-gray flecked
a straight slice cut by Bill Crewson's graceful J. Never before had I witnessed such silence and
. Born and raised in Philadelphia, this was my
sm in nature:
My summers of the 1950s spent at this camp awakme to Muir's "wonderful school less book less . ..
."My first counselor, Tom Sherman, who had
from his home in Ithaca, New York, was an
. The caretaker Bill Crewson, who had built
out of the forest, was a godsend. Redheaded,
keg-chested, Bill taught me to paddle and
to find my way from lake to lake, and to split
Most of all he taught me unconditional love. He
a tremendous influence on me and hundreds of other
boys.
In college and graduate school in the 1960s, I went
Even my fellow students in botany class never
their eyes from their microscopes to watch the
outside the laboratory windows. Happily, I dishumanists who had been beyond the academy.
Francis Parkman, Kenneth Roberts, and
Eliot Morison showed me the value of field
to their art. Within me burned the desire to
their way of learning in vivio.
In the summer of 1973, that dream came true.
Marshall and I, under the direction of Professor
Shy of the University of Michigan, gave one-credit
graduate students who followed with us Benedict
's 1775 route from Maine to Quebec, from the
Ocean to the St. Lawrence River. We covered
hundred miles in twenty days. We paddled up the
Kennebec River from Pittston Maine
the Great Carrying Place, waded u~ the al~ost
River to the Height of Land, and from Lake
descended the frothy Chaudiere River until one
we discovered that our canoes had disappeared
volatile current. A search down river found one
in the Grand Falls, which Arnold almost went
, and the other badly damaged below it. Despite this

mishap, we proceeded to our destination with two
steering the resurrected canoe while the others walked
along the shore.
At least two epiphanies happened on this trip. One
:ainy night while trying to sleep in our wet tent, I realized that my enjoyment derived from moving about
or~ani~ally. This. opened my eyes to the possibility that
this. qmet ~ay might become an integral part of my
or~mary hfe. Once home, I pondered how to go eight
miles to ~ork on my own steam. Walking or paddling,
as appealmg as those options were, would leave little
time on the job. My reconditioned, steel, three-speed
Raleigh bicycle was the solution. This four-season
pa~sage, e~posed to the vagaries of weather, is still my
dmly practice, though now in Vermont. The pleasure of
traveling this way has been unconfined.
The other revelation was equally profound. At one
evening campfire, Frank Couvares, who since 1983 has
been Professor of History and American Studies at
Amherst College, asked where Thoreau had been in
Main~. Had he come this way? His question excited my
pursmt of Thoreau and his excursions. At home I read
The Maine Woods and mapped out his itinerary, relieved
to find an alternative to Arnold. The next summer, 1974,
Professor James H. Fox and I offered four undergraduates a taste of Thoreau's Maine. The core of this seminar
-preparation, experience, reflection - was retracing
Thoreau's route by canoe and on foot, while reading and
discussing The Maine Woods and keeping our own
journals.
This learning model could be applied to other lands
with literature. In the summer of 1982, Kirk Sinclair,
who had walked the Appalachian Trail thrice and the
Pacific Coast Trail once, and I sauntered with students
ove~ the John Muir Trail while immersed in writing and
talking about the scene of our text My First Summer in
the Sierra.
.Oh, if I could have written about my experiences the
way my mentors had about theirs, but such was not my
d~stiny. Yet my gratitude has swelled for the expressive
gifts of others, Ann H. Winger and Scott Russell Sanders
among them.
In the 1990s another shift of consciousness occurred.
I was asked to let go of the places I loved. To let them
alone so that they could renew; to give up driving two
hundred miles to climb a mountain or paddle a lake. I
gave up my car and kept to what I could reach on foot
or two-wheels. This has lead me regularly into the silent
community of a small monastery in the heartland of
Massachusetts. There I discovered what we all know
intuitively: that all we need is ever-present. As I look
back, I see how my outer journey has formed the shell
for the real richness of my inner exploration of the
moment.
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A SoJOURN

IN NATURE CuLTURE

Bonnie Johanna Gisel
Interim Director
John Muir Center, University of the Pacific
I am kin to three generations of sea navigators, the grandchild of a woman who loved horticulture and adventure,
and the child of a man who since his own childhood has
loved the wilderness and trees and who walked with me
in the wild places of New York State when I was very
young. I grew in the bounty of their observations of
water and land, rose, poppy, and pear, pheasant and deer.
Every July during my childhood, two weeks were
spent with my grandmother, Augusta Winter, in East
Aurora, New York. She lived on the edge of town
adjacent to open fields. I played in the fields and in her
garden, and cut flowers and attended garden club shows
with ladies who wore calico dresses and white gloves.
My grandmother always wore a hat. Augusta taught me
the Latin names for plants. Selecting them at nurseries
was a serious matter as was the selection of fruit trees,
something about posturing and fruit potential, to assure
the cache of succulent jewels -plums like garnet, pears
like topaz.
The month of August was spent in the Adirondack
or Catskill Mountains. In the mountains I walked cool
streams, climbed rocky walls, fished in clear lakes for
northern pike, bass, and perch, and slept under a navy
blue canopy washed by stars. Weekends in spring and
fall were devoted to fishing holidays. My family and I
marched along muddy paths with fishing poles and picnic
to lave in the meditations of tinkling brooks where water
trickled over rocks worn round by the currents and the
gravel, and the snow and the ice of winter. I swam in
creeks and streamlets, studied spiders and bats, walked
in peat forests, and ate wild strawberries.
On weekends in the fall my father took me hunting.
The smell of dried and dying maple and oak leaves and
the taste of apples ripened yellow in the sun were pasted
forever in the scrapbook of my memories. Beyond the
boundaries of suburban life to which I was accustomed
on weekdays, nature was consummate with rewards:
fields of beans, cabbage, squash, and pumpkin; and
beyond the fields the grassy plains of sedge and larch
forest- once green now yellow, trees soon leafless.
Winter days were stingy with warmth and comfort
in the fields of western New York. Under pine trees my
mother, brothers, and I waited for my father who seemed
to enjoy the walk more than the hunt, the trail more than
the kill. Snow fell through needles that, sieve-like, released a dusting of dry flakes, crystals that caught the
light and shimmered onto hair, eyelashes, skin, and
clothes. In the trees we would build a fire from wood
turned up from under moist leaves and fueled it further

with pages of Ladies Home Journal, Field and Stream,
and Family Circle and wooden matches. Throughout the
seasons I coursed the beauty of blossoms, the rich return
of global fruit, and the simplicity of life beyond means,
thinking all children lived a similar existence.
As a girl the palimpsest of nature lured me in ways
different than during my childhood. Camping trips
christened new skills. A pine box of watercolor paints
carried me to places where I sat in quiet and brushed the
landscape and the wilderness onto paper. Alone by mossfilled mountain streams overhung by pine and deciduous
trees and locked in the arms of Osmunda cinnamomea
(cinnamon fern), I found a visual voice and a way to
grow from youth to womanhood.
In the confluence of particles of nature and objects
of culture (a formal education in philosophy, aesthetics,
and studio art- Heidegger, Santayana, drawing, color,
and line), during turbulent years when I knew little but
thought I knew so much, I wore both nature and culture
like a fine cloth. But nature always loved me more, taught
me unconditionally, gave illimitably, and housed me
without walls or curfews. Nature restrained nothing.
Art depended on nature and wilderness as sources
of inspiration and design. Observation was key, my eyes
were fixed on color, shape, and movement; on wind,
cloud, water, earth, rock, flower, and tree. The four years
of college expanded to include two years of graduate
study in fine art- color the vehicle to record organic
mood and supervise matriculation. I struggled with the
use of the color Green. Years later I recorded the interplay. I had cut a covenant to explore green's divinity, and
I recalled the moment as an epiphany in which I recognized that in the many mansions of green I sought greater
knowledge of the Book of Nature. A pilgrimage began.
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As a senior administrator at a living history museum
where wilderness surrounded agriculture, the ambiguity
between that which is wild and which is harvested took
form. Asparagus, potatoes, corn, apples, and pears. Black
snakes, herons, Canada geese, moles, red fox, bugs, and
es. Cows, horses, oxen, domestic geese, and pigs.
, wisteria, roses, and morning glories. Yarrow,
rosemary, and arnica. Violets, trillium, forgetnots, Compositae, columbine, and lilies. I left the
esee Valley to study plants and animals and our
to them. I looked for community under the
ceilings of Cambridge seminaries and searched
of divine texts from the ancient Near East. In
graduate study I found nurture in John Muir, his
and his writings. My Madison, New Jersey,
carried me to Madison, Wisconsin, and
My introduction to Muir was through his thousandwalk to the Gulf of Mexico, In his words I found
sentiments reflected. In his commitment to
wilderness, and community I found resolve. And
s friendship with Jeanne Carr I saw a woman's voice
needed to be heard, a story that needed to be told.
The study of the lives and words of Muir and Carr
a co-mingling of nature and culture. Days at the
gton Library, the Pasadena Historical Museum,
the University of the Pacific were offset by communSequoia, a cup of wine, a loaf of bread shared
God's creatures under trees that clearly reached
I met Inspiration Point and sauntered through
' s meadows beside deer and behind coyotes.
the roads of Martinez and the Alhambra hills,
ate pears from the orchard where Muir sleeps. I spent
in Vermont, where, in the Green Mountains and
Mountain Col1ege, Carr's line of site became
I sought the Cypripedium arietinum (lady's
the same rare orchid in Dake's Woods behind
Corners where Carr, then Jane C. Smith, was
attended seminary, and married Ezra Slocum Carr.
ith Carr, I found friendships through flowers .
A year in woods through which the light hung
over the cabin brought contact with friends who
by the many windows of my house. Owls, fox,
ns, mice and moles and moths. Spiders and wild
set up home with me. Thunderstorms brought
rain during which trees snapped like match. The direct forces of nature were hard to miss as
andscape around me quickly changed. A winter
carried snow so deep that I thought perhaps if I
into it I would be smothered in the blanket that keeps
warm but froze my fingers and toes. In small
-Brooktondale, Ithaca, and Seneca Falls, New
- I wrote about Muir and Carr, their kindred
their love of nature and wilderness. I donned a
Park Ranger hat for a summer and shared the

history of women's rights; and I spent many summers
teaching students to see the world more carefully.
There will always be nature and culture, going out
and returning, collecting and dispersing, seeing and
teaching others to see. What has been most remarkable
beyond encountering John Muir and Jeanne Carr and the
study of environmental history is that I always thought I
would leave behind who I was to become someone new.
What I discovered, much like Muir, was that in going
out I was really going in and all that I have become was
grounded in that which my grandmother and father
shared with me so many years ago.

( co ntinued from pag e 7)

THE YouNG JoHN MuiR:
AN ENVIRONMENTAL BIOGRAPHY

viewed the world and created "new patterns of relationship[s] with persons and places and new images of
nature as home."
To be honest, the biography was a difficult read.
The analysis is both interesting and overwhelming at the
same time. On the plus side, there is Steven Holmes'
meticulous and comprehensive review of Muir's early
life. Only those who have tried to report on Muir's life
and know the difficulties in trying to piece together his
travels and thoughts from his letters, journal entries and
latter writings can truly appreciate the scope of his
research and work. However, for one who is mostly
interested in Muir's imagery, ideas and conservation
battles, I have to wonder where this type of biography
of psychological analysis is headed. I wonder if we are
attempting too much with this type of biography.
Many are drawn to Muir because of his prose and
because of his passion for the wild. It remains an
inspiration to those who share it. But just because Muir
left us such an incredible record of his life doesn't mean
it has to be micro analyzed. Can we ever really know
why Muir became Muir? Can we ever really answer this
question? John Muir was unique as is everyone: his life,
family and home were all unique. They cannot be duplicated. For me, I believe it is better for the wilds we
love to just carry his message forward to the public and
into the future. For in the end, it is Muir' s message of
how to be at home in the wilderness that is his enduring
legacy.
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'"THAT FLORIDA FLAVOR': NATURE AND CULTURE, BY VALERIE LEVY

The folklore itself also reproduces and reflects this
synthesis of nature, culture, and language. "Go Gator
and Muddy the Water" and "Other Florida Guidebook
Folktales," for example, feature vibrant stories told to
Hurston by the peopl~ she met on her expeditions
through the state. The various stories and quips Hurston
records unite Florida's African-American people in their
common bonds: their storytelling heritage and their ties
to Florida. Living with the Florida heat or hurricanes,
for example, becomes a terrific source of fodder for the
development of stories, myths, and language in general.
In one tale, the heat in Tampa is so hot that men literally
melt out of their suits. In another, the wind on the Florida
west coast "blowed so hard till it blowed a crooked road
straight. " 6 In both of these examples, the hyperbolic
quips match the hyperbolic spirit of Mother Nature. 7 It
is as if the hotter the sun beats down or the stronger the
wind blows, the taller the tales grow.
Because Hurston understood so well the reciprocity
of the relationship between people and the earth they
work, she deserves to be recognized for her in-depth acts
of discovery and recovery in the realm of nature writing.
Her FWP writing unveils the ways in which African
Americans function(ed) in and with the land around
them; it celebrates Florida's unique landscape and the
natural world at large; it represents nature through historical and social vantage points; it brings nature to the
forefront as a main character in the drama of American
history and life; and it embraces the reverberation of
nature, art, and imagination. When looked at in this light,
Hurston becomes a spokesperson not just for creating an
awareness of the interplay between land and lore, but for
Florida itself, a state whose "flavor" is so very essential
to making the "American platter" diverse and distinctive.

c ontinued

Norton & Company, 1999), pp. 3-59. All subsequent
citations of Hurston's FWP work are taken from this
edition and are cited according to title of essay/sketch
and page number.
3. Hurston, "Other Negro Folklore Influences," p. 93.
4. Lawrence Buell, The Environmental Imagination:
Thoreau, Nature Writing, and the Formation of
American Culture (Cambridge, MA and London:
Harvard University Press, 1995), p. 7. I have cited
only Buell's first definition of an environmental text
because it is most applicable to Hurston's FWP work.
Although many critics discuss the presence of nature
in Hurston's writing, only Ann R. Morris and
Margaret M. Dunn, in reassessing Hurston's fiction;
discuss her role as a nature writer. See "Flora and
Fauna in Hurston's Florida Novels," in Zora in
Florida, eds. Steve Glassman and Kathryn Lee Seidel
(Orlando: University of Central Florida Press, 1991),
pp. 1-12.
5. Hurston, "Other Negro Folklore Influences," p. 91;
Hurston, "Proposed Recording Expedition into the
Floridas," p. 65.
6. Hurston, "Go Gator and Muddy the Water," p. 76.
7. Hyperbole is popular in African-American oral tradition; note the "contest in hyperbole" in chapter 6
of Hurston's novel Their Eyes Were Watching God
(1937). For a critical analysis of this "mule talk" and
of Hurston's use of hyperbole, see Cheryl Wall,
"Zora Neale Hurston's Traveling Blues," Women of
the Harlem Renaissance (Bloomington & Indianapolis: Indiana University Press, 1995), p. 186.

ENDNOTES
1. Valerie Levy, "'That Florida flavor': Nature and
Culture in Zora Neale Hurston's Work for the Federal
Writers' Project," Such News of the Land: U.S.
Women Nature Writers, eds. Thomas Edwards and
Beth De Wolfe. (New Hampshire: University Press
of New England, forthcoming).
2. Hurston was hired by the editorial staff of the Florida
FWP on April 25, 1938, and worked for it until the
spring of 1939. For a biography on Hurston focusing
on her experiences working for the FWP, see Pamela
Bordelon's "Zora Neale Hurston: A Biographical
Essay," in Go Gator and Muddy the Water: Writings
by Zora Neale Hurston from the Federal Writers, ed.
Pamela Bordelon (New York & London: W.W.
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BooK REVIEW
THE YouNG JoHN MuiR: AN
ENVIRONMENTAL BIOGRAPHY

by Steven J. Holmes
The University of Wisconsin Press,
Madison , Wisconsin, 1999

Costs are a problem everywhere, especially in academia
today. We can only continue publishing and distributing this
modest newsletter through support from our readers. By
becoming a member of the John Muir Center, you will be
assured of receiving the Newsletter for a full year. You will
also be kept on our mailing list to receive information on the
annual California History Institute and other events and
opportunities sponsored by the John Muir Center.
Please join us by completing the following form and
returning it, along with a $15 check made payable to The
John Muir Center for Regional Studies, University of the
Pacific, 3601 Padfic Avenue, Stockton, CA 95211.

Reviewed by
Ronald Eber, Salem, Oregon
to note that John Muir's observation that
we try to pick out anything by itself, we find it
to everything else in the universe" applies
to his own life and experiences. Steven Holmes'
biography is a meticulous examination of
aspect of Muir's life. It is overwhelming in its
but must reading for anyone who wants to delve
into Muir' s life. Even for those familiar with
life story, it provides many new insights and
It is not a typical chronicle of his life's
writings or conservation battles but rather an
look at Muir's early life from his childhood
in Scotland until his first summer in the Sierra in
It examines every facet of his life and ex peri. childhood geography, education, relationships
family and friends, religious feelings, his early
in Wisconsin and Canada and his travels
the southern states after the Civil War up to
in California and his first impressions of
and the Sierras.
' work is not like any of the other Muir
which present the general flow of his life or
of which he was a part. It is a comprehensive
of the early events in his life to ascertain their
on his development. In other words: what made
Muir- John Muir. It is a look behind the myths of
' s early life. By revisiting Muir's early experiences
Holmes sheds new light on the importance
times and events in Muir' s life. Holmes' theme
Muir came to his views of nature and the love of
gradually rather than through a sudden revelaHolmes takes us through the familiar terrain of
early life to show how his relationship to nature
grand show eternal" evolved, and how he strugto merge his views of the "human, natural and
' worlds: how he came to see and experience a
"infused with divinity."
increasing number of authors have been trying
Muir's religious views with one religion or
This book' s analysis provides new insights into
Muir's religious views were central to his world
. Holmes' work closely examines Muir's deeply
core religious spiritual values and his struggle to
science and religion. Muir's view that "[w]e
from one fountain Soul," was key to how Muir
(continu e d on page 5)
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continue to receive the John Muir Newsletter.
Enclosed is $15 for a one-year membership. Use this
form to renew your current membership. Outside U.S.A.
add $4.00for postage.
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